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The Failure Of The Clinton Administration's Health Care Reform:
A Matter Of Substance Or Process?
The call came during your best night of sleep in months. When the man on the other end identified himself as a police officer, you felt like your heart was going to jump out of your chest. As you slowly calmed yourself down, the picture became clearer. Your twenty-year-old son had been involved in a horrendous car crash. He was the lucky one, but lucky was a relative term.
Fast-forward 23 days and his release from the hospital has finally arrived. Your family and the hospital staff are elated. It seems like the doctors use the word "miracle"
in every other sentence. Your son looks good compared to that first night. The lacerations are healing, the broken jaw is set, and his rather severe memory lapses should diminish within a few months. You couldn't be happier given this terrible situation.
Then they drop the bomb on you-the bill … or should I say bills-nine of them to be exact. As the clerk itemizes the charges, you start to get that sinking feeling again and your heart races like it did on the night of the accident. Although you have what you thought was good insurance, the world of health care had changed while your family enjoyed the good times. Your part of the bill will be $96,307.23, due at the end of the month. At that moment you realize that your life has changed forever. Simply put, it's now a train wreck, and the worst part is that you didn't have a clue that it was coming.
Health Care In Crisis
The scenario above is repeated in towns large and small all across America, each and every day. Singles, working families, and retirees of all socioeconomic strata are faced with the consequences of double-digit increases in health care costs, while coverage continues to shrink. In 2000, public and private expenditures on health care
were $1.3 trillion, representing 13.2 percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP health plan managers, 51 percent of hospital managers, and 48 percent of physicians stated that "radical change" is needed.
14 Moreover, the report predicted that dissatisfaction will continue to increase as out-of-pocket costs rise and concern about prescription drug prices grows.
15
Clintoncare-The Health Care Reform Initiative of 1993
The current health care crisis is not a new phenomenon in American society.
Health care reform was a critical issue of the 1992 presidential election. During the campaign, it had "emerged as the number-one concern of voters, even above Milton, 274. was generally considered to be unacceptable and never made it to a vote. The purpose of this paper is to examine President Clinton's health care reform initiative and determine if the process used or its content was responsible for its failure.
The Task Force-A Lesson on Big Ideas and Exclusion
The task force was responsible for preparing the plan and ensuring it was ready to be presented to Congress by the 100-day deadline promised by the President. Its 21 Milton, 257. that turned out to be defective cost General Electric nearly a half of a million dollars. Milton, 277. believe in prevention. They think if you let people go to the doctor early, they'll just keep going…." 29 Milton also reported that Ms. Clinton felt they needed a villain.
30, 31
In an attempt to gain public support for the reform plan, some members of the task force tried to discredit the insurance and pharmaceutical industries with speeches that accused them of "price gouging" 32 and "profiteering at the expense of America's children."
33
While leading the task force, Hillary Clinton suffered a family health crisis of her own. Her father, Hugh Rodham, Sr., suffered a series of stokes and required placement into a long-term health care facility. 34 Like most Americans, he did not carry long-term health insurance. 35 Not surprisingly, the Clintons found the situation to be very difficult.
Hillary Clinton disliked the loss of privacy and became vividly aware of the gaps in American health care. 36 The experience led her to characterize America in a subsequent speech as suffering from a "sleeping sickness of the soul" and call for "new politics of meaning." 37 Later, the task force would add long-term health care to its plan, almost ensuring that Congress would never approve it because of its cost.
Meanwhile, strong opposition to the task force was mounting. The pharmaceutical industry was incensed by speeches that had overstated the rise in prescription drug prices. 38 Doctors also entered into the fight. Increasingly frustrated by their exclusion from the task force, the insurance industry began "mobilizing its own lobbying effort." 41 In early September, the Health Insurance Association of America began running their now famous "Harry and Louise" television commercials that portrayed a typical couple discussing how the Clinton plan "could lead to rationing, a loss of choice of doctors, and a decrease in quality of care."
42
In response to these highly effective ads, the task force and the Democrats retaliated with their own commercials; however, they failed to convince their target audience-the American public-that the reform plan was the answer to the health care crisis.
The APPS lawsuit also was a big setback for the task force. Flaherty and Flaherty, 193. 43 Paul Bedard, "First lady's task force broke law on secrecy," Washington Times, 29 January 1993.
44 Flaherty and Flaherty, 189. 45 Flaherty and Flaherty, 190. the White House appealed the ruling and it was overturned on 22 June after the task force had disbanded. The failure of the Clinton health care reform initiative was a matter of both substance and process. The Health Security Act had several fatal flaws. 55 Most of all, it was overly complicated and beyond the understanding of most employers, legislators, and many health care experts. 56 According to the plan, all employers would have been forced to provide health care insurance to their workers. Large firms could have chosen from a variety of options while small businesses would have been required to join regional alliances or establish separate contracts on their own. Not surprisingly, small businesses owners were extremely fearful that they could not afford this mandate. 57, 58 The Health Security Act also would have had put substantial pressure on the federal and state governments. By creating a huge new entitlement without establishing the mechanisms to fund it, and disbanding existing programs such as Medicaid, the plan would have forced governors to completely reinvent the way health care was funded in their states. 59 Furthermore, cost control "caps" on prices would have undermined market forces and possibly led to critical shortages of a number of health care specialties throughout the U.S. 60, 61 More importantly, Clinton's health care reform initiative was a colossal political failure. By the time the task force had disbanded, Hillary Clinton had been accused of violating federal law, Ira Magaziner was nearly indicted on criminal contempt charges, and more than $11 million had been spent when only $300,000 was budgeted. 62 Moreover, the task force had neglected to identify the major stakeholders and seek "buyin" for its health care plan. By excluding them-the insurance industry, the pharmaceutical industry, physicians' groups, large and small employers, the media, and a multitude of others-from the planning process, the task force created a huge, powerful, and well-financed adversary. This short-sighted and extremely detrimental action violated what I consider are the fundamental rules of the political/interagency process:
the future of health care in America is rather dim.
